Adjusting Treatment for an Inmate-Patient Receiving Medication Involuntarily.
Correctional psychiatrists can pursue authorization for forcible medication of pretrial detainees housed in a federal prison hospital through two pathways: an administrative process based upon the U.S. Supreme Court decision in Washington v. Harper and a judicial process founded on the Court's ruling in Sell v. United States. The pathway associated with Harper pertains to the involuntary treatment of a mentally ill inmate believed to be dangerous or gravely disabled, or both, to protect the inmate-patient and others from harm, whereas the avenue linked with Sell involves the forcible treatment of an incompetent pretrial defendant to restore competence to stand trial. Given the difference in objectives between these two processes, there is rarely confusion regarding which pathway the correctional psychiatrist should pursue. However, circumstances can arise that blur the distinction between the Harper and Sell processes. I present a composite case highlighting such a scenario and provide discussion and commentary to assist the correctional psychiatrist in deciding on the most appropriate course of action.